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ABSTRACT OF DOCTOR OF MUSICAL ARTS PROJECT

A GLIMPSE INTO CHINESE PIANO EDUCATION AND PERFORMANCE
THROUGH AN INFLUENTIAL PROFESSOR
Although China traditionally did not have keyboard instruments of its own origin,
the country has taken to the modern piano exceedingly well. In the past decades, piano
performance and education have progressed at an impressive rate, its popularity reaching
unprecedented heights. The virtuosity of Chinese pianists has earned them prizes at
renowned international competitions. These developments have sparked the interest of
scholars as well as the general public.
First introduced to China around 1840, the piano was slow to be accepted, but
interest grew steadily in the twentieth century. Missionaries and foreigners were the first
piano teachers, with figures like Mario Paci having trained a number of fine pianists and
educators. His student Zhou Guangren, is currently one of the most respected piano
professors in China. Born in 1928, her life parallels the history of the piano in China. In
this document, I describe three principles of her piano pedagogy and performance style as
well as outline specific problems she identified in the music education system. In addition,
I present a recent history of the piano performance in China and explore some causes for
its successes and issues.
A long-standing and widely discussed issue is the relationship between technique
and musical expression in piano education. I maintain that the current educational model
is imbalanced, placing too much emphasis on technical abilities while lacking in aesthetic
depth.

KEYWORDS: Chinese Piano Pedagogy and Performance, Zhou Guangren, Chinese
pianists, piano education, piano performance
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PART I A GLIMPSE INTO CHINESE PIANO EDUCATION AND
PERFORMANCE THROUGH AN INFLUENTIAL PROFESSOR
CHAPTER 1 THE PIANO IN CHINA: EARLY DEVELOPMENT
Both the piano and its cultural context are Western imports to China. It took many
years for Chinese society to accept the piano into its musical culture. The earliest pianos
were created in Italy, around 1709: Bartolomeo Cristofori is credited with inventing what
would become the modern piano. By 1732, the German piano manufacturer Gottfried
Silbermann had built several pianos. J. S. Bach played twice on Silberman’s pianos, in
1736 and 1747, and offered suggestions on how to improve the action and sound, which
greatly helped the further development of the instrument. Around 1800, the Allgemeine
Musikalische Zeitung reported on the piano’s pervasiveness, extolling “Everybody plays
[the piano], everybody learns music.”1 The piano by then had a five-octave range and sixtyone keys and was well established in Europe. However, it would take decades before the
instrument made its way to China.

1.1 From Imperial Times to the Early 20th Century
To imperial China, the piano and its cultural meaning were completely foreign. In
order for the piano to be widely accepted in the country a long period of acculturation was
necessary. In 1842, China signed the Treaty of Nanjing, ending the Opium War with the
United Kingdom that changed the framework for foreign trade. 2 Clauses in the treaty

1

Harold C. Schonberg, The Great Pianists: From Mozart to the Present, Revised ed. (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1986), 23.
2
The original text of the Treaty, accessed March 11, 2020, https://baike.baidu.com/item/南京条约
/359269?fr=aladdin
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included opening up ports and allowing foreigners to trade. At this point, English
businessmen began to introduce the first modern pianos in Guangzhou. They imagined the
Chinese would buy pianos in sufficient numbers, however, the poor economic conditions
and cultural environment proved to be tremendous hurdles.3 From 1840 onward, as a result
of political events and wars, China’s social ideology began to open up. This led to reforms
in the educational system that included opportunities for the development of piano
education in China.
It was not until the twentieth century that the piano finally became popular among
upper-class Chinese. By 1900 cultural exchanges between China and other countries were
an integral part of societal life, and the piano culture started to gain a secure position in the
society. With the emergence of missionary schools and music clubs in Shanghai, Beijing,
and other places, piano teaching also began to appear in society as a popular activity. 4
In the 1920s, Xiao Youmei5 established the earliest music institution in China:
The Training Institute of Music affiliated with Beijing University. Xiao Youmei (18841940) was one of the most famous Chinese musicians. After studying pedagogy, piano and
voice in Japan, in 1912 he went to Leipzig’s University of Music and Theatre, receiving
his Ph.D. there in 1916. He returned to China in 1920 and taught at Beijing University, as
well as the Music Department of Beijing National College of Art. 6

3

Lin En Pei, The Development of Piano Music in China, M. M. Theses (University of Tasmania, 1989), 7.
Zhou Weimin 周为民, “Zhongguo gangqin jiaoyu de lishi yu fazhan” 中国钢琴教育的历史与发展 [The
History and Development of Chinese Piano Education], Zhongguo yinyue 中国音乐 22 (2010), 145.
5
All Chinese names in the main chapters of this document, with the exception of cited authors, appear with
the surname before the given name.
6
Qian Renping and Xiao Yang 钱仁平 肖阳, “Huaren zuoqujia shougao diancang yu shuzihua baocun de
shijian yu sikao – yi 《Xiaoyoumei dangan》weili” 华人作曲家手稿典藏与数字化保存的实践与思考 以《萧友梅档案》为例 [The Practice and Rumination on the Collection and Digital Reservation of the
Manuscripts of Chinese Composers: Xiao Youmei Documents], Yinyue yishu 音乐艺术 2 (2012), 40.
4

2

Xiao Youmei created the “Music Research Group” (later re-named as the “Music
Research Institute of Beijing University”), which was primarily for music education. Since
the Institute was affiliated with Beijing University, it was, therefore, subject to the
University’s management. Xiao adopted the European professional piano teaching system,
including piano teaching lesson planning, teaching materials, models, and methods. 7 In
1927, Xiao Youmei and Cai Yuanpei (1868-1940) established the National Training
School of Music in Shanghai, the first fully independent professional music institution in
modern Chinese history. In 1956, it was renamed the Shanghai Conservatory of Music. 8
By the early twentieth century, the piano had become widely accepted in China.
The instrument, along with the educational institutions, ushered in new music and ideas,
precipitating an unprecedented transformation of music in China. 9 With a more refined
schooling system, the influences radiated throughout the entire society. Systematic and
standardized piano teaching methods were developed in the newly established music
institutions in major cities such as Beijing and Shanghai. These also included colleges and
universities, such as the “Tianjin Girls’ Middle School” and “Beijing Music College.”
These modern schools, as well as the missionary schools, actively provided educational
opportunities in piano performance. Their methods and materials were based on those from
Western countries, thus shaping the earliest experiences of piano teaching in China. 10 Since
then, piano pedagogy has become an important part of music education. Piano instructors

Wang Changkui 王昌逵, “Professional Piano Education in Chinese Piano Music Culture” International
Education Studies 3, no. 1 (2010), 93.
8
Shanghai Conservatory of Music, About SHCM, accessed Aug 9, 2021,
https://en.shcmusic.edu.cn/79/list.htm.
9
Zhou Weimin 周为民, “Zhongguo gangqin jiaoyu de lishi yu fazhan” 中国钢琴教育的历史与发展 [The
History and Development of Chinese Piano Education], Zhongguo yinyue 中国音乐 22 (2010), 147.
10
Zhou Weimin 周为民, “Zhongguo gangqin jiaoyu de lishi yu fazhan” 中国钢琴教育的历史与发展 [The
History and Development of Chinese Piano Education], Zhongguo yinyue 中国音乐 22 (2010), 145.
7
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during that time were mainly missionaries, as well as teachers of both Chinese and foreign
descent. They introduced a series of basic European and American piano tutorials to China
and made important contributions to the early dissemination of piano art in China. Among
the most influential of these instructors is Mario Paci, who brought Western influences on
Chinese piano pedagogy.

1.2 Mario Paci and Zhou Guangren
The earliest piano teachers in China were mainly foreigners. The most influential
of those piano teachers was the Italian pianist and conductor Mario Paci (1878-1946), who
was instrumental in promoting classical European music in China. Born in Florence, he
attended the Naples and Milan Conservatories. In 1918, he went to Shanghai to give some
performances and eventually decided to settle in Shanghai. 11 He was an influential pianist
and teacher who emphasized in his teaching the independence of fingers and the strength
training of the fingers. His teaching has had a defining impact on piano pedagogy and
performance in China.
Paci was part of the lineage of teachers who adopted the teaching methods of Carl
Czerny (1791-1857). In the early twentieth century, Paci trained many Chinese pianists
based on Czerny’s technical approach. Among the most prominent of his students are Zhu
Gongyi (1922-1986), Zhou Guangren (b.1928) and Fou Ts’ong (1934-2020). Each of these
pianists and teachers in turn trained many pianists and have left a considerable amount of
writing about personal teaching methods. Throughout their legacy, one can notice the
prominent influence of Paci. The photograph in Example 1 was taken in Shanghai on Paci’s

11

Stanford Libraries, Mario Paci: An Italian Maestro in China, accessed March 26, 2021,
https://exhibits.stanford.edu/paci/catalog/qd611gf2759
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sixty-seventh birthday. The students in the photo include Zhou Guangren, Zhu Gongyi,
Fou Ts’ong, and a number of others. All but eight students are Chinese.
Example 1. Mario Paci and his students12

Among all of Mario Paci’s students, among the most well-known is Zhou
Guangren, one of today’s most respected piano professors in China. Professor Zhou has
contributed significantly to the history of the piano in China over the last seventy years.
She was born in 1928 in Hanover, Germany, and returned to China with her family in 1945.
Between 1986 and 1992, Professor Zhou chaired the piano department at the Central
Conservatory of Music in Beijing, China’s top music institution, where she is now a
tenured professor.
At present, there are a total of thirteen piano professors (including her) at the
Conservatory; three of whom were her students (Tan Xiaotang, Chen Yunjie, and Sheng
Yuan). In the subsequent chapter, we take a closer look into the teaching and influences of
this prominent person-Professor Zhao Guangren.

12

Picture taken in June 1945, accessed July 20, 2020, https://exhibits.stanford.edu/paci/catalog/sj394zf9716.
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CHAPTER 2 THREE CHARACTERSTICS OF ZHOU GUANGREN’S PIANO
PEDADOGY
When I was eighteen years old, I entered the Central Conservatory of Music and
became a student of Professor Sheng Yuan. At the beginning of the first semester, I
attended a speech given by Professor Zhou Guangren in which she revealed that she had
had many piano teachers. She found that such a diversity of instructors was very useful
because she was able to learn from different teachers and absorb positive qualities or
techniques from each of them. She became an advocate for allowing students to study with
several teachers at the same time in order to compare their approaches and effectiveness.
In China, a student typically can have only one piano teacher in a program. Students are
allowed to change teachers when they move from their bachelor’s program to the master’s,
but they are not allowed to have more than one teacher within the same program.
Her point of view seemed to be very radical, and yet I also found it alluring and I
asked her if she could give me lessons. After listening to my performance and making some
very helpful suggestions, she accepted me as her student. During my bachelor’s degree
program (2005-2009), I took piano lessons exclusively with her, at times joining group
lessons in her studio as well. Her teaching style is unusual, and I would like to elaborate
on some important aspects of her approach here.

2.1 Discovering and Developing the Strengths of the Students
Central to Professor Zhou’s teaching is the identification and support of the
students’ strengths. One of her students, Huang Yuanyu (b.1942), wrote that she has “never
heard her use derogatory terms on anyone ... when summarizing the results of the students,
she always fully affirms their strengths, always encourages them, giving them sufficient

6

confidence in themselves, and affirming their direction.” 13 Another of her student, Wu
Yinan (years unknown), pointed out a very important principle in Professor Zhou’s
teaching, and that is “to respect the personality of the students ... [and] inspire the selfconfidence of her students.”14
Empowering students through positive encouragement can afford them more
freedom of artistic choices while simultaneously forming their personal performance styles.
Professor Zhou allows students to perform music in their favorite genres and, within limits,
to discover their own approaches to practice and performances as well. Students begin to
discover their strengths from early on in their development. This approach has proven very
popular with students. With Professor Zhou’s gentle guidance, such an approach has also
been very effective.
Under Professor Zhou, I was allowed to choose my favorite repertoire, in addition
to the Central Conservatory of Music’s required pieces for examinations. In November
2005, I chose to play Chopin’s Piano Concerto No. 2, which turned out to be too difficult
for me at the time, but Professor Zhou didn’t feel daunted. She once told me her point of
view, that is the students should be brave and adventurous in trying a wide range of
repertoire. Because if one piece is too difficult to learn for student at a given time, then
next time he/she will have a more accurate estimation of his/her abilities, thus the student
will know how to choose the most suitable piece or composer for themselves.
As I gradually came to know myself better, as well as the music for which I had a
particular affinity, I realized my strong connection to the music of Johann Sebastian Bach

Huang Dagang 黄大岗, “Zhou Guangren gangqin jiaoxue yishu” 周广仁钢琴教学艺术 [The Art of Piano
Teaching of Zhou Guangren], (Beijing, The Central Conservatory of Music Press, 2007), 363-364.
14
Ibid., 371.
13
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(I ended up playing only Bach’s music at my bachelor’s graduation concert). Bach’s piano
music became the primary focus of my performance and research for the next decade.
Through Professor Zhou’s guidance and confidence in me, I was able to overcome many
obstacles and challenges during this prolonged period of study and performance, for
example, memorizing a lot of different pieces, finding many versions of the piece and
studying their difference. It was her support that helped me maintain a high level of energy
and a positive attitude.
Professor Zhou firmly believes that students can realize their potential and settle
on their personal style and repertoire if given the freedom to explore. Some students are
drawn, as I was, to Bach’s polyphonic music while others are more attracted to the lush
harmonies of the Romantic period. In all cases, Professor Zhou would explore with students
the music that spoke most directly to them. For students who were indecisive, she would
work with them until they could find their preferred style. Some of her students have
become well-respected pianists or educators, while others have pursued different career
paths, but still perform as highly trained amateur musicians. Regardless of their level of
performance, all of her students have distinctive musical personalities, aesthetics, and
individual sound qualities. During my undergraduate studies, there were seven students in
Professor Zhou’s studio, each with their own unique personality and manner of
performance. With such diversity it was not easy to guess who their teacher was, which
may be the best mark of a teacher, that is, not getting students to play their teacher’s way,
but helping them find their own paths and artistic personalities.
It must be said that Professor Zhou’s allowing students to choose their own
repertoire and work with their particular strengths is not as simplistic as it might sound. It

8

is the quality of her listening that seems to make the difference. Although it may seem
obvious that musicians are good listeners, but listening has qualities or dimensions that
extend beyond simply hearing or identifying intervals, chords, or proper phrasing, tempo,
etc. “A deeper listening” includes attention to how others are listening and feeling. In other
words, there is an empathetic quality that allows students to find their own voice and realize
their potential. I realize that this quality is difficult to quantify, but the power of Professor
Zhou’s presence and kindness is palpable and infectious. In my opinion, this makes the
difference between a great and a good teacher.

2.2 The Impact of the Soviet Piano School and Sound Quality
Nikita Khrushchev’s visit to China In 1954 marked the beginning of the
“honeymoon period” between China and the Soviet Union. The two countries developed
friendly cooperation in many fields, including music. From 1953 to 1959, the Chinese
government sent 77 musicians to the Soviet Union to study piano performance and
pedagogy. Among them were Ni Hongjin (b.1935), Yin Chengzong (b.1941), and Liu
Shikun (b.1939) who are all influential pianists in China. Musicians from the Soviet Union
also came to China to teach and perform. Many Russian books on music were translated
into Chinese. According to Y. Pan (a Taiwanese music scholar), the “honeymoon period”
was helpful, even for music theory:
“Music conservatories translated a lot of [books on] music theories from
Russia from 1950 to the early 1960s. Almost all music-theoretical materials
and concepts originated from the Soviet Union’s educational system.
Besides, Soviet piano educators Dmitri Serov, Aram Tertullian, and Tatiana
Petrovna Kravchenko came successively and helped cultivate prominent

9

Chinese pianists such as Yin Chengzong, Gu Shengying, Bao Huiqiao, Li
Mingqiang, and piano educator Zhou Guangren, Zhao Pingguo, and so on.”15
The musical resources the Soviets brought with them had a tremendous impact on
the history of pianism in China. Professor Zhou affirms that Chinese pianists began to learn
the performance method from the Soviet piano school. For example, the use of the arm and
elbow in producing the sound from the piano, as well as different ways of playing (hence
different hand positions). The communication between the Soviet Union and China in art
has played a fundamental role in piano teaching in China. 16
The characteristic Russian sonority was a topic frequently brought up in Professor
Zhou’s piano lessons. She devoted considerable time to show students how they could use
different timbres to express a wide range of emotions. She demonstrated different
approaches to practice the actions of fingers, such as how producing the sound using the
wrist or experimenting with various finger positions. 17 Professor Zhou, for example,
assigned me Liszt’s Third Étude Un Sospiro (Example 2), so that I would learn to
distinguish and alternate between different pianistic colors. The beginning of the piece
could be played with arching of the fingers to allow the melody to shine through, while the
accompaniment could be executed while flattening the fingers on the keys.

Pan Yaling 潘雅玲, “‘Xuexi Sulian’ dui Zhongguo gangqin yanzou zhi yingxiang” 「學習蘇聯」對
中國鋼琴演奏之影響 [The Influence of the Policy of “Learning from Soviet Union” on Piano Playing in
China] M. A. Theses (Tamkang University, 2008), 2.
16
Huang Dagang 黄大岗, “Zhou Guangren gangqin jiaoxue yishu” 周广仁钢琴教学艺术 [The Art of Piano
Teaching of Zhou Guangren], (Beijing, The Central Conservatory of Music Press, 2007), 139.
17
Ibid., 180.
15
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Example 2. Franz Liszt: Étude S. 144, No. 3 “Un Sospiro”

I devoted at least four weeks to identifying and practicing the different hand
positions and finger actions to achieve the proper range of sonorities the piece requires. It
is worth mentioning that one of my classmates chose to create distinctly different colors
and characteristics for her jury performance. Professor Zhou was willing to accept the two
distinct interpretations of the same piece consistent with her approach of encouraging and
honoring individuality among her students.

11

2.3 Sight Reading Pedagogy
In her teaching, Professor Zhou emphasized the importance of achieving
comprehensive ability in piano performance (this topic is further discussed in Chapter 3 of
this document). She mentioned in a piano lesson with me (in April 2006) that the speed of
sight-reading determines the size of the student’s repertoire. If the student's sight-reading
is faster, he/she can learn more pieces in a shorter time. As time passes, the he/she will find
that his/her have engaged with more repertoire than other students and his/her musical
language is broader. With her guidance, I made sight-reading an integral part of my training.
Professor Zhou suggests the following five sight-reading steps and encourages students to
practice sight reading daily.
Step 1. Chose pieces (preferably short) that are challenging to read at sight (for
example, Bartók’s Mikrokosmos).
Step 2. Ignore the rhythm and time signature, and just play all the notes correctly
as slowly as possible.
Step 3. Now, work out the rhythm of the piece. On the key of your choice (it
could be any key you prefer, such as an A, or a B, or a D flat) execute the
correct rhythm. A lot of Soviet piano teachers would ask students to clap
the correct rhythm of the piece with their hands. Since in the process of
sight-reading, students are often unable to deal with the complexity of
notes and rhythm patterns simultaneously, separating the notes from the
rhythm may help such students to grasp the details of the piece in a more
effective way.

12

Step 4. Play this piece for the third time as slowly as possible. Now, try to
perform both the notes and the rhythms correctly. Ignore mistakes and
play from the beginning to the end of the piece, don’t stop, keep going.
Step 5. End the sight-reading practice session by putting the piece aside for a
short while to allow the music to settle in before executing it again: the
brain need time to build a new connection and to keep this connection.
Those steps have proven very effective. After being introduced to these steps, I
practiced sight reading every day for two months. My sight-reading ability improved
dramatically in just two months, allowing me to learn new pieces much faster. Needless to
say that the skill of sight-reading is especially helpful for chamber music and piano
accompaniments.

13

CHAPTER 3 THREE ISSUES OF PIANO EDUCATION AND PERFORMANCE IN
CONTEMPORARY CHINA
For the past thirty years, the art of piano performance has been stable in China.
Many outstanding pianists have concertized widely on international stages and have won
prizes at international competitions, some ascending to super-star status e.g., Lang Lang
(b.1982) and Wang Yujia (b.1987). Competitions have proven to be important vehicles for
many young Chinese pianists to receive international recognition. The number of
competition prizes reflect positively on the effectiveness of piano education in China. As
a result of the effective piano pedagogy, the number of aspiring pianists has increased
significantly, while the characteristics of Chinese piano performance and education have
also gradually crystallized. This section covers Professor Zhou’s views on the current state
of piano performance affairs, as well as her suggestions on three essential challenges of
piano education and performance in China.

3.1 Balancing Technique and Musical Expression in Piano Education
Felix Mendelssohn famously stated in a letter of October 15, 1842, that “What the
music I love expresses to me is not thought too indefinite to be put into words, but, on the
contrary, too definite.” 18 This sentence is quoted in The Art of Piano Teaching with
reference to the relationship between technique and musical expression. 19 Professor Zhou
considers technique to be a tool that serves musical expression. 20 Too many students

18

In a letter to Marc-André Souchay, in Letters of Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, from 1833 to 1847, trans.
by Lady Wallace, ed. Paul Mendelssohn Bartholdy and Carl Mendelssohn Bartholdy (London: Longman,
Green, Longman, Roberts, & Green, 1863), 211.
19
Huang Dagang 黄大岗, “Zhou Guangren gangqin jiaoxue yishu” 周广仁钢琴教学艺术 [The Art of Piano
Teaching of Zhou Guangren], (Beijing, The Central Conservatory of Music Press, 2007), 171.
20
Ibid., 146.
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possess formidable technique but lack in interpretative skills. In contrast, some students
are very musical and able to develop their own convincing musical interpretations, but they
lack technical prowess. Both technique and musical expression are important, and a skillful
teacher can lead students to find the proper balance between them both.
Chinese piano pedagogy strongly emphasizes technique, with physical training
predominating. Piano teachers customarily spend long hours correcting technical problems.
Indeed, such an approach is considered effective teaching. 21 Given this training, many
Chinese pianists can master difficult pieces at a very early age, and most young Chinese
students are considered accomplished in technical regard. Undergraduate auditions in the
Central and Shanghai Conservatories of Music consist of two rounds. The initial
examination includes two études (one of which is by Chopin), with both being obviously
technically and aesthetically demanding. For their auditions at the Central Conservatory of
Music, many students choose Liszt’s Concert Étude S. 144, No. 2 “La Leggierezza,” an
excerpt of which is shown in Example 3.22
In this étude the composer left two options for the florid passage in the right hand.
Remarkably, most young students can play the extremely difficult section with ease.

Zhong Minzhi 钟敏之, “Qiantan gangqin jiaoxue yanzou jiqiao de jiaoxue zhongdian” 浅谈钢琴教学演
奏技巧的教学重点 [A Brief Talk on the Key Points of Playing Skills in Piano Teaching] Ability and Wisdom
才智, 2019, vol. 18, 93.
22
Shijie mingshiyuan 世界名师苑, “Pingwei laoshi: gangqin zhuanye gaokao yinggai ruhe xuanze qumu”
评委老师: 钢琴专业高考应该如何选择曲目 [Judges: How to Choose Piano Pieces for the College
Entrance Audition], Gangqin yishu 钢琴艺术 6 (2019), 24.
21
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Example 3. Franz Liszt: Concert Étude S. 144, No. 2 “La Leggierezza”

Ossia

However, the extensive focus on mostly physical dexterity in conquering difficult
passages has its problems. In addition to highly developed technical skills, a good
performance requires sophisticated and sensitive musical expression. Connecting with the
subtleties and intensity of feelings and emotions associated with the music of Western
(predominantly European composers) presents a challenge to Chinese pianists, which is
beyond their technical mastery. European aesthetic standards are shaped and influenced by
a whole range of historical and cultural conditions.
People may become knowledgeable about music from books and the media, yet the
historical and cultural milieu in which the European music developed is alien to most
Chinese. This distance from the original musical culture tends to form a separation between
technique and interpretation; it comes at the expense of aesthetic standards. A broader
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education is necessary to achieve the proper balance between technique and sensitive
interpretations.
Professor Zhou acknowledged the problem of how to get the balance between
technique and sensitive interpretations during the 2004 National Piano Education
Symposium. She pointed out that, “music is a language expressed by sound, and it requires
significant content, and not just technique. We need to interpret the musical content through
technique, but we do not have enough understanding of Western culture, customs, and
habits, which leads to a focus on dexterity instead of interpretation.” 23
In this same speech, she urged students to learn more about Western culture,
languages, literature, and to study diligently music history while working on improving
technical aspects. For example, in 2005, when I played Chopin’s Sonata No. 3 in a lesson,
she assigned me a book to study about Chopin's life (e.g., A Biography of Chopin24) instead
of staying in the practice room the whole day. She knew that learning more about Chopin’s
life would help me to understand Chopin’s music better, the history of the piece, and the
social and political forces that were at play during Chopin’s time. She also urged the
Central Conservatory to offer more courses on piano literature and suggested to hire highly
qualified teachers to broaden the students’ education.
In January 2006, the Central Conservatory began to allow more flexibility within
the curriculum. Students were now able to choose courses in fields that interested them,
instead of strictly adhering to the classes specified by the Conservatory. Since 2006, many

Huang Dagang 黄大岗, The Art of Piano Teaching, 150.
Lin Hongliang 林洪亮, Xiaobang zhuan 肖邦传 [A Biography of Chopin] (Beijing: China Social
Science Press, 2010).
23
24
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outstanding piano literature teachers have appeared at the Central Conservatory of music
and offered courses and master classes.
As one of the most prestigious piano professors in China, Professor Zhou’s
opinions are held in high esteem. Over time, the study of Western history and culture has
become an indispensable part of piano performance and education. In the piano curriculum,
most universities and conservatories require students to take courses in music theory, music
history, musicianship and music literature classes. Since 2009, even piano students are
required to take a conducting course at the Central Conservatory of Music.
All of the above mentioned initiatives have helped pianists to become more
comfortable with technology and the development of their interpretive skills. In the past
two decades, piano education and performance in China have made great strides, and
prominent players emerged such as include Li Yundi (b.1982) 25 who won the 2000
International Frédéric Chopin Piano Competition at the age of 18, and judged the same
competition in 2015; Lang Lang (b.1982) 26 who won the first place at the 1995
International Tchaikovsky Competition for Young Musicians in Japan at the age of 13;
Wang Yujia (b.1987) 27 who was named a 2006 biennial Gilmore Young Artist Award
winner in 2005 (she replaced Martha Argerich in concerts held in Boston, in 2007). Many
others have won world-class prizes or made significant achievements. Today, the progress
is continuously being made.
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3.2 Competing for Attention
Fortunately, China has begun to place more emphasis on music education now.
For example, students can receive extra credits in entrance exams for middle schools, high
schools, even universities, if they attain certain levels of musical proficiency. 28
There seem to be a natural tendency among those who play the piano to become
a virtuoso and collect various credentials to start establishing one’s reputation as a virtuoso
pianist. The most impressive and popular credentials are awards given for examinations
and competitions. One of the most common piano tests in China, similar to the piano
grading test issued by the Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM), is
the Piano Grading Test. This exam is popular in China because the certificate allows its
holder to earn extra points in many other important exams. Almost everyone who learns
the piano has taken part in at least one piano grading test or competition, regardless of
whether they are majoring in piano performance or not.
Admittedly, such a system has contributed to the development of piano
performance in China, helping Chinese pianists obtain remarkable achievements on the
international stage in a relatively short time. Because of the direct connection between
performance and awards, the utilitarian nature of piano performance has become
particularly obvious. Many students study the piano primarily for the extra credits in
college entrance examinations. Some students stop playing after they obtain a certain award
or certificate. In attempt of keeping objectivity in evaluating students’ performances, there
is a strong emphasis on superior technique, accuracy and memorization (things that can be
“measured” or compared), while the pursuit of beauty and musicality remains secondary

Zhao Xuehui 赵学会, “Gaozhong yikaoban gangqin jiaoxue yanjiu” 高中艺考班钢琴教学研究 [On
Piano Education in High School Yikaoban] M. A. Theses (Yunnan Normal University, 2017), 2.
28
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and underemphasized. Many students focus on the required repertoire for exams and
competitions while refusing to learn new pieces for enjoyment. 29 The renowned conductor
Li Xincao pointed out that music grading examinations force mental and physical pressure
on students, shattering their confidence and self-image, causing them to hate music. Some
talented pianists are able to rise above the situation mentioned by Li Xincao, but this
phenomenon seems to be driven by the social hierarchy and educational policy. 30 On the
above-mentioned by Li Xincao issue, Professor Zhou points out that:
“....They do not understand music, nor the language of music ... They
have no desire to perform, and they have no feeling of self-appreciation.
These students have missed a lot of things in the process of learning the
piano... It is harmful to their life ...”31
Professor Zhou reiterated these points many times during my piano lessons with her.
She has also offered solutions to the problems. In 2007, after I took part in the judging of
the Piano Grading Test at the Central Conservatory of Music, she came to me after the
event and discussed her views with me. She believed that the most important thing was to
know a student’s pianistic goals. She expected students and musicians to learn to identify
the different touches and colors, practice the qualified sound and express different emotions
in piano music, concentrating on truly understand the beauty of piano music. Moreover,
she expressed her hope that students were learning piano music as they wanted to

Gao Huaman 高华曼, “Qianxi gangqin kaoji” 浅析钢琴考级 [A Brief Analysis on Graded Piano
Examinations], Zhiye jishu 职业技术, 5 (2010), 76.
30
Gao Qian 高倩, “Li Xincao: yinyuelei kaoji jianyi tiaozheng fangshi huo quxiao” 李心草委员：音乐
类考级建议调整方式或取消 [Li Xincao: Suggestion on Adjustment or Cancellation of Music Grading
Tests]，Beijing Daily Newspaper 北京日报, accessed March 7, 2021,
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1693491195670648137&wfr=spider&for=pc.
31
Huang Dagang 黄大岗, “Zhou Guangren gangqin jiaoxue yishu” 周广仁钢琴教学艺术 [The Art of Piano
Teaching of Zhou Guangren], (Beijing, The Central Conservatory of Music Press, 2007), 129.
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experience the learning process, and to feel and interpret the music they work on, instead
of just studying for a certificate or a prize.
During my study at the Central Conservatory of Music (a total of seven years, from
2005 to 2012) I performed a great deal but I was not allowed to participate in competitions.
I concentrated on piano performance and completed all required courses, including music
theory, music history, musicianship, and even conducting. Professor Zhou told me at her
ninetieth birthday dinner that all of the learning in the conservatory would help me to get
closer to the real music. Sometimes, my classmates were allowed to participate in
competitions, but only one or two. The students were rather required to focus on deepening
their interpretative skills and the learning process instead of achieving recognition and
fortune. On March 7th, 2021, Beijing Daily released an article stating that “Li Xincao
suggests adjusting or canceling Music Grading Tests.”32
As one of the most famous conductors in China, Li Xincao (b.1971) was elected
as the vice-chairman of the Chinese Musicians Association on February 2nd, 2021.33 In his
interview “Suggesting Adjustment or Cancellation of Music Grading Tests” he pointed out
that:
“... during the process of practicing the piano, the abnormal and
overloaded physical and mental pressure will make people lose their passion
for music, and they will gradually start to hate music. In the long term, their
aesthetic outlook throughout their lives may be affected by this. This
phenomenon has obviously violated the principles of scientific, systematic,
and gradual mastery of music learning, and has also deviated from the
original intention of art education ... if the Piano Grading Test cannot

Gao Qian 高倩, “Li Xincao: yinyuelei kaoji jianyi tiaozheng fangshi huo quxiao” 李心草委员：音乐类
考级建议调整方式或取消 [Li Xincao: Suggestion on Adjustment or Cancellation of Music Grading
Tests]，Beijing Daily Newspaper 北京日报, accessed March 7, 2021,
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1693491195670648137&wfr=spider&for=pc.
33
https://baike.baidu.com/item/李心草/2773016?fr=aladdin
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improve children’s music-learning and help them to truly understand the
beauty of music, maybe it is better to cancel it.” 34
This matter is still being debated. It may be too much to do away with the piano
grading test completely, but the emergence of the discussion proves that professors and
teachers in China are aware of this problem with the grading test and are trying to solve it
through different approaches.

3.3 Disparity Between Quality and Ability in Performance
In October 1991, China held an important piano pedagogy seminar meeting in
which Professor Zhou was invited owing to her outstanding accomplishments as a pianist
and educator. At the meeting, she offered a stinging critique of piano pedagogy in China,
observing that piano teachers consistently overemphasize technical perfection in
performance while neglecting the cultivation of comprehensive skills such as sight-reading
skills, breadth of repertoire, or discerning differences in various genres and historical
periods. Students often need to spend inordinate time on a single piece or focus for up to
two years to practice the music for a concert. Although it is true that such students play a
small number of pieces technically extremely well, they lack comprehensive experience
with a wide range of genres and styles of music.
This is not a new problem. Many students learn and focus on only one piece during
a semester (15 weeks). For example, in the spring semester when I was 20 years old, I only
practiced one movement of a piece of music, Bach’s Italian Concerto in F major, BWV

Gao Qian 高倩, “Li Xincao: Suggesting Adjustment or Cancellation of Music Grading Tests,” Beijing
Daily Newspaper, accessed March 7, 2021.
34
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971. Among my classmates, the problem of just focusing on one or two pieces is very
common in the first year of the bachelor's program.
As mentioned earlier, Professor Zhou developed a working approach to train her
students’ sight-reading abilities to support the students to learning more piano pieces and
the different styles come from different composers. Since she began working at the
Conservatory in 1965, she has trained hundreds of students to sharpen their sight-reading,
allowing them to access a much broader range of repertoire, exploring new composers and
diverse styles. As a result of her efforts, many teachers in China have begun to emulate her
approach emphasize for the students the development of sight-reading skills, the expansion
of their repertoire, and a greater familiarity with various genres. In January 2021, for the
first time, the Central Conservatory of Music added to the undergraduate entrance
examination the requirement of “sight-reading and the interpretation of the music.” During
piano auditions, students are required to perform one or two new piano works at sight as
coherently as possible. Although this is challenging for many students, Zhang Jialin, one
of the piano professors in the Central Conservatory of Music, pointed out that “this is
meaningful.”35

Zhang Jialin, [@弹钢琴的张佳林]. The Central Conservatory of Music’s audition for undergraduate
entrance, Weibo, March 26, 2021, accessed Mar. 26, 2021, https://weibo.com/1232901732/K7XHvDE4W.
35
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CHAPTER 4 CONCLUSION
The current study has offered a brief introduction to the place of the piano in
Chinese culture, the development of Chinese piano pedagogy, as well as critical comments
on current conditions and future possibilities. The life and work of pianist and educator
Zhou Guangren served as a central focus.
Foreign and foreign-born instructors and such as Xiao Youmei, Mario Paci, and
Zhou Guangren were integral figures in the formation of a coherent and stable pedagogy
program of Chinese piano education, which in turn shaped the pianistic style and repertoire.
While Chinese piano education was modeled after Soviet and Western systems, Chinese
pedagogy system developed its own characteristics and produced performers with the high
technical level. The influence of instructors like Professor Zhou Guangren has been
powerful enough to affect the current national piano pedagogical direction.
Professor Zhou’s instructional approach emphasizes three central pillars: 1) the
identification and support of the student’s strengths, 2) the focus on cultivating the ability
to produce various timbres, and 3) the emphasis on enhancing sight-reading skills. These
three elements of her pedagogy help ensure the development of the highest standards of
musicianship and artistic expression in her students.
Based on her experience as both a teacher and performer, Professor Zhou has
identified several issues that need to be discussed and worked on. First, she avers that
Chinese piano students and teachers have struggled to balance technique and musical
expression. She attributes this issue to the enormous cultural differences between Chinese
and Western cultures and proposes that students should engage with extra-musical
disciplines to enhance their piano playing. Accordingly, she recommends that students take
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several supplemental academic courses dealing with Western history and culture that are
now being offered across the country.
The second issue Zhou identified revolves around the obsession with gaining
accolades and prizes in order to gain public appeal. In China, such an obsession has led to
a proliferation of piano certifications and competitions, which have negatively affected
approaches to music and musical learning. Owing to the aspiration to attain flawless
performances, students often practice excessively relatively few pieces. This trend has a
detrimental effect on students’ basic musicianship skills, the breadth of their repertoire,
and their motivation to remain passionate about the piano. After thinking deeply about
these issues, and for the sake of an improved and more profound learning experience,
Professor Zhou decided to forbid her students to participate in competitions. By deemphasizing the compulsion to enter and win competitions, Professor Zhou instead
encourages her students to discover and enjoy the meaning of music for themselves. To the
question “For whom do we make music?” it is as if she were answering that music must
become deeply personal and internalized so that we can share it with others out of a sense
of generosity, not ego-based perfectionism and competitiveness. With this attitude, the fear
of the judgment of others can fall away by itself and the performance can be more natural
and “authentic.”
Since the history of the piano in China is still at the developing stage, surely future
advancements will continue to shape the performance style and piano pedagogical
approaches in the country. Key figures, such as Zhou Guangren, are essential in ensuring
a thriving future of the piano in China.
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PART II DEGREE RECITALS
Program I
November 3, 2017
Singletary Center Recital Hall
08:00 P.M.
Johann Sebastian Bach: Sonata No. 3 in G Minor, BWV 1029
i.

Vivace

ii.

Adagio

iii.

Allegro

Beethoven: Sonata No. 3 for cello and piano

J. S. Bach (1685 - 1750)

Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 - 1827)

i.

Allegro ma non tanto

ii.

Scherzo - Allegro molto (in A minor)

iii.

Adagio cantabile - Allegro vivace

INTERMISSION

César Franck: Sonata for Cello and Piano

César Franck (1822 - 1890)

i.

Allegretto ben moderato

ii.

Allegro

iii.

Ben moderato: Recitativo - Fantasia

iv.

Allegretto poco mosso

Kevin He, cello
Xin Zhang, piano
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PROGRAM NOTES

Johann Sebastian Bach: Sonata No. 3 in G Minor, BWV 1029
The three sonatas for viola da gamba sonatas, BWV 1027–1029, composed by
Johann Sebastian Bach were written sometime in the late 1730s or early 1740s. The
autograph of the first sonata BWV 1027 survived, but the lack of original sources of the
other two sonatas made determining the exact date of the composition difficult. Historians
have argued that the sonatas were possibly written when Bach was in Cöthen, where
Christian Ferdinand Abel was the viola da gamba player at the court of Prince Leopold.
All three sonatas were written for viola da gamba and harpsichord. The word ‘da
gamba’ means ‘for the legs,’ meaning that the player holds the instrument between his legs
when playing it. This instrument first appeared in the 15th century, and it was not popular
until the Renaissance and Baroque period. Viola da gamba usually has 6 strings, but
sometimes it varies according to the size of the instrument, which also causes it to be tuned
differently from a cello. The German cellist Friedrich Grützmacher published an edition of
Sonata No. 3 in G Minor, BWV 1029 for cello and piano in 1866. Described as being “of
the greatest beauty and most striking originality” 36 by the German music historian Philipp
Spitta, J.S. Bach employs the technique of counterpoint to enhance listeners’ experience.
The initial theme stated by the viola da gamba is then carried out by the piano.
The duo imitates each other, which becomes more playful as if two persons were tossing a
ball at each other. The slow movement is characterized by more use of the trill, and the

36

Philipp Spitta, "Sonatas for the Viola da Gamba," in Johann Sebastian Bach: His Work and Influence on
the Music of Germany, 1685-1750, translated from the German by Clara Bell and J. A. Fuller-Maitland,
(Dover Publications, Inc., 2015), vol. 2, 118.
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roles between the instruments shift from one to the other, which sounds like two gentlemen
are talking with each other. Despite the nature of the viola da gamba, which is usually
improvisatory, this piece finds a balance between passages that use more active notes and
lyrical ones.

Beethoven: Sonata for Cello and Piano, No. 3
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 - 1827) composed his Cello Sonata No. 3 in A major,
Op. 69 in the summer of 1808 while taking a break from the Fifth Symphony. This sonata
belongs to his middle period. Despite this being a cello sonata, accompanied by the piano,
Beethoven established an unprecedented level of equality between the cello and piano.
From this period on, the Heiligenstadt Testament, written by Beethoven in October 1802,
confirmed his thoughts of suicide. He wrote, “With joy, I hasten towards death if it comes
before I shall have had an opportunity to show all my artistic capacities it will still come
too early for me despite my hard fate and I shall probably wish it had come later.”37 Yet
despite his deafness which did not completely overtake him until 1816, this work maintains
one of the positive works from this period.
The deep lyricism of the cello solo at the beginning of the first movement
establishes a unique voice that is not disturbed by the piano until the end of the phrase. The
piano then picks up the graceful melody and continues to expand it until both instruments
arrive at a long pause. The triplet material in the transition to the second theme refers to his
Fifth Symphony as if he were writing it. The only scherzo in all of Beethoven’s five cello
sonatas starts with an upbeat figure in the piano, driving the movement forward, creating a

Beethoven, “Heiligenstadt Testament,” L. V. Beethoven, March 12, 2021,
http://www.lvbeethoven.com/Bio/BiographyHeiligenstadtTestament.html
37
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sense of playfulness in the movement. After that, the trio starts with the cello’s double stops
which will reappear a second time, in contrast to the traditional structure of a scherzo. A
satisfying melody opens the Adagio Cantabile as if it is an operatic slow section toward a
finale; it sings with great emotional depth until a moment of hesitation relieves and brings
the listener into the last movement. The exposition in the last movement consists of eighth
notes with great momentum, leading to the development. After a series of extensions and
explorations, the music modulates to A major. The motive from the theme is then repeated
and altered into the final triumphant ending.

César Franck: Sonata for Cello and Piano
The Belgian French composer Cesar Franck was born in 1822. At a very young
age, Franck had begun to study piano, organ, and composition at the Royal Conservatory
of Liege in Belgium. In 1837, Franck and his brother Joseph entered the Paris Conservatory
to study piano and composition. In addition to composing, Cesar Franck was known for his
ability to improvise and transpose on the organ and piano. During his youth, his father
encouraged Franck to both teach and perform while he studied at the conservatory. Franck
later became the professor of composition at the conservatory. 38
During his career, César met a lot of famous musicians, who influenced his
compositional style. Sonata in A major for Violin and Piano was composed in 1886 when
Franck was 63. It was a wedding present for the famous Belgian violinist Eugène Ysaÿe.
On the morning of his wedding, Ysaÿe and the pianist Marie-Léontine Bordes-Pène gave
the work its first performance to the wedding guests. The piece was arranged for other
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instruments, but only the cello-and-piano version was sanctioned by Franck. It is often
speculated that the work was first conceived as a sonata for cello and piano, and only later
was reset for violin and piano.
The piece is divided into four movements, which are fixed together in a cyclic
framework. The first three notes of the cello’s initial statement in the first movement serve
as the basis for thematic material. The melody in the opening creates a special atmosphere
filled with sweetness which is reflected in the key of A major. Markings such as molto
dolce, sempre dolce and dolcissimo suggest the buildup as an outburst of love.
The beautiful atmosphere left by the first movement is interrupted as the piano
introduces a passionate melody with the cello subsequently following. The dialogue
between the cello and piano is exaggerated with the changes of tempo, sometimes
propelling the movement forward or slowing down, while creating a sense of excitement.
In the third movement, Franck uses his improvisational talent to compose all the
fantasia-like melodies, which gives the performers a chance to show off their
improvisational skills. The last movement begins with one of the most famous melodies
ever written. The canon between cello and piano appears four times, leading to a passionate
minor section in a rondo-like manner. The ending satisfies the audience with the returns of
the initial melody of this movement.
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Program II
February 7, 2019
Singletary Center Recital Hall
6:00 P.M.

Toccata in D major, BWV 912

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685 - 1750)

i.

Presto

ii.

Allegro

iii.

Adagio iv. [no tempo indication]

v.

Con Discrezione

vi.

Fuga

Piano Sonata in B Minor, S. 178

Franz Liszt (1811 - 1886)

Liuyang River

Wang Jianzhong (1933 - 2016)

Xin Zhang, piano
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PROGRAM NOTES

Johann Sebastian Bach: Toccata in D major, BWV 912
During his Weimar years starting in 1708, Johann Sebastian Bach experimented
with a wide range of compositional genres, and the Toccata in D major, BWV 912
composed in 1709, is an excellent and representative work of such experimentations. It is
also the most popular piece among Bach’s seven toccatas. It is in fact a mixture of different
forms, roughly following the toccata style in North Germany. Toccata in D major, BWV
912 was originally intended for the organ. It is structurally similar to BWV 532, Prelude
and Fugue in D Major. Due to Bach’s tendency of replacing old materials with new ones,
the connection here was probably not coincidental. Bach’s early pieces like the abovementioned Prelude and Fugue unreservedly break down the traditional harmonic limits.
There is no manuscript available by the composer, therefore editions are based on later
sources. And it is known that changes were regularly made by publishers, “correcting”
writing and chromaticism that did not conform to common rules - and this toccata is no
exception, as evidenced by the published editions.
Bach’s seven toccatas, BWV 910–916, can be considered as a conclusion to his
early period as a keyboard composer, exemplifying the 17th century tradition. Bach did not
intend them as a collection (which happened only after his death), however, the pieces do
show clear connections among them in form and style. These are extensive works with
multiple sections where they flow rather seamlessly into each other.
As is customary for toccatas, the toccata in D major is multi-sectional, very
theatrical, and sometimes even “electric.” The powerful and improvisatory opening section

32

is characterized by passages of scales and chords that may be more suitable for the
harpsichord than the piano; they are quite simple in shape yet spectacular in effect. Chords
and scales are followed by an arpeggio that leads to a tremolo, which is a bit unusual for
Bach. An allegro section then ensues, with its particular arrangement of voices and registers.
The following section consists of multiple themes forming dialogues. An expressive
recitative passage emerges until it is interrupted by a downward scale that recalls the
opening passage. A fugue follows, which begins in the rather unusual key of F-sharp minor.
The fugue does not take the usual pattern of a fugal beginning. The subject and
countersubject are stated simultaneously rather than successively. This fugue’s subject may
be considered to be laying down the harmonic ideas more than performing the usual
melodic function. The fugue also makes extensive use of chromaticism and uncommon
harmonic patterns. It builds up the dramatic tension and continues into a free, improvisatory
section which again ends with a dramatic, fireworks-like scale passages. This passages is
the closing of this piece. It is dance-like, where Bach employs all possible keys at a brisk,
tumultuous tempo, which really shows his tempestuous side.

Franz Liszt: Piano Sonata in B Minor, S. 178
This is one of the most complicated works ever written for the piano. Dedicated
to Robert Schumann, the piece has attracted much attention from scholars, theorists,
composers, and performers due to several qualities: its embedded meanings, symbolization,
and demanding technique. In response to Schumann who wrote Fantasie in C major in 1836
and dedicated it to Liszt, Liszt wrote the Sonata in B minor in 1853. The Sonata was
premiered in Berlin on January 27, 1857 and it received mixed reviews from many critics
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and the public. Notably, in Clara Schumann’s diary on 25 May, 1854, she writes, “Liszt
sent Robert today a sonata dedicated to him and several other things with a friendly letter
to me. But the things are dreadful!”39
Although, the Sonata was analyzed in many different ways, some scholars often
point out that it draws information from the biblical context, while others suggest that it is
parallel to the Faust legend, reflecting Liszt’s own personality.
Unlike a traditional sonata, this piece is a single-movement piece. Universally
speaking, it could be either seen as a gigantic first movement of the sonata form including
exposition, development, and recapitulation, or a four-movement layout of a complete
sonata with attacca movements.
The work opens with a slow, descending scale in double octaves. It begins with a
downward leap and ends with a diminished 7th arpeggio.
Besides the first theme, three other themes keep transforming until a heavenly,
chorale-like fifth theme appears. In this piece, the thematic transformations seem to have
unlimited possibilities in the context of this sonata. Among other things, the growling
theme of repeated notes is transformed into a lyrical melody implying the “slow movement”
section. In the section of Scherzo, the theme in double octaves is tamed and brought to heel
as the subject of an extended fugato. Meanwhile, the slow descending scales that opened
the work recur as boundary markers delineating the major sections.

Zoltan Szabo, “Decoding the music masterpieces: Liszt’s Piano Sonata in B minor,” The Conversation,
accessed April 28, 2020, https://theconversation.com/decoding-the-music-masterpieces-liszts-piano-sonatain-b-minor-74243.
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Liszt’s Piano Sonata in B Minor is considered one of the most important piano
works of the nineteenth century, and its complex structure which aroused great perturbation
when it was first released, is one of the main reasons for its widespread praise.

Liuyang River, arranged by Wang Jianzhong
Liuyang River is a well-known folksong from Hunan, China, named after the river
in the province. The lyrics describe the beautiful landscapes around the river with particular
historical context. This song is famous throughout the country for its profound ethnic
elements, concise tune and well-written lyrics. The famous Chinese composer Wang
Jianzhong transcribed Liuyang River into a piano piece in the 1970s, which has gained
popularity among Chinese pianists ever since.
Although this piece is technically demanding with the ABA structure written
under the Western pianistic influence, it still retains its Chinese originality.
It is based on a Chinese pentatonic scale. The composer uses alternating octaves
and single notes to emphasize the lyrical melody and uses fast notes to imitate the flowing
water. In performance practice, many performers will take a faster tempo when the A
section reappears.
Regardless of its musical structure or influence, Liuyang River is always a classic
that successfully demonstrates the Chinese elements through Western compositional
technique.
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Program III
April 21, 2019
Singletary Center Recital Hall
7:00 P.M.

Chaconne from Partita No. 2 in D Minor

John Sebastian Bach (1685 - 1750)
Arr. by F. Busoni (1866 - 1924)

Carnaval, Op. 9

Robert Schumann (1810 - 1856)

1.

Préambule

2.

Pierrot

3.

Arlequin

4.

Valse noble

5.

Eusebius

6.

Florestan

7.

Coquette

8.

Replique

9.

Papillons

10.

A.S.C.H. S.C.H.A (Lettres Dansantes)

11.

Chiarina

12.

Chopin

13.

Estrella

14.

Reconnaissance

15.

Pantalon et Colombine
36

16.

Valse allemande

17.

Paganini

18.

Aveu

19.

Promenade

20.

Pause

21.

Marche des “Davidsbündler” contre les Philistins

Xin Zhang, piano
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Bach: Chaconne from Partita No. 2 in D Minor, Arranged for piano by
Ferruccio Busoni
The Chaconne is an arrangement of the last movement of Bach’s Violin Partita
No. 2 in D Minor, BWV 1004, composed between 1720 and 1723. The Partita is one of
Bach's most well-known masterpieces, and has been transcribed for piano in multiple
versions, among which Busoni’s transcription is the most popular. In his transcription the
technical difficulty is highly challenging, while the late Romantic style employed all but
obscures the Baroque style. Thus, the reception has been mixed. However, Busoni was able
to capture Bach’s innovative spirit with Romantic expressions and texture, assuring its
appeal to both professional musicians and popular audiences alike.
The performing time of the transcription runs about fifteen minutes, which is
considerably longer than a typical single-movement piece. Regardless of its length, Busoni
fully integrated the nearly three hundred bars of music through the musical form of the
chaconne, as Bach did with the Partita.
This piece consists of an eight-bar theme and 30 variations, which can be divided
into three major parts in accordance with tonality changes: the theme to variation 15,
variation 16 to 24 and variation 25 to the end.
The first part begins on a D minor chord, forming a melody along with the chords
following. Sharp chords above rapid octaves in variation 2 push the music to a climax. The
successive fast running passages perfectly imitate the violin playing. This part ends with
massive chords, giving a striking effect of harmony changes.
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The second part begins in the parallel key of D major, settling the music into a
warm and peaceful mood. The whole section remains in D major, creating a distinct
contrast with the first part in D minor.
The third part returns to D minor with a quiet and tranquil beginning. A simple
melody flows until octaves and different rhythms are introduced. The accelerating tempo
leads to the climax of this piece. In the final 10 bars, the theme reappears. The dynamics
of this piece are accentuated by the fortissimo marking. Finally, a D minor chord ends this
piece.

Robert Schumann, Carnaval, Op. 9
The Romantic composer Robert Schumann (1810 – 1856) was one of the most
acclaimed German composers, pianists, and influential music critics in the history of
Western music. In his early years, Schumann aspired to become the finest pianist in Europe.
But a hand injury left him with dystonia, after which he turned his to attention to composing
instead.
Among Schumann’s numerous piano works, Carnaval, Op. 9, is undoubtedly one
of the most famous sets of character pieces in the piano repertory. Written in 1834–1835 it
bore the subtitled of “Scènes Mignonnes sur Quatre Notes” (Little Scenes on Four Notes).
The Four Notes stands for ASCH, which has three meanings. Firstly, AS stands for a
German town named Asch where Schumann’s fiancée was born. Secondly, ASCH stands
for German word “Ash”, as in Ash Wednesday. Carnaval is a mask ball ends on the Ash
Wednesday. Thirdly, the four notes also can be found in the German word Fasching which
means carnival.
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In the 1830s, flashy, virtuosic music of meagre substance was the norm in German
society. Schumann stood against such “kitsch,” and wrote Carnival as a type of musical
criticism of the trend. Schumann envisioned what he called the Davidsbündler (League of
David).40 The purpose of Davidsbündler was to fight against the kitsch art of the Philistines,
who in his mind poisoned the atmosphere during that period.
In Carnaval, Schumann integrated 21 short pieces with concise structures, flexible
forms and vivid images. Each of these pieces is subtitled, suggesting a specific scene,
emotion and character, portraying a high-spirited carnival with imaginary participants.
“Eusebius” and “Florestan” are the two most principal characters in this work,
representing different aspects of Schumann’s personality. “Eusebius” (number 5) reflects
a part of Schumann’s inner character with delicacy and fantasies, while “Florestan”
(number 6) represents the fiery, passionate, and unstable part of his character, in which the
dynamics and motives are constantly changing.
Between piece 8 and 9, there is a part named “Sphinxes”, consisting of three
sections. Each section holds only one bar, with notes (referring to ASCH, such as A, E-flat,
C and B) written as blocks which are not intended to be actually played.
Piece 20, to be played at a highly lively tempo, acts as a bridge without obvious
melody connecting to the finale. The final piece has a clear direction, which sounds like a
group of people marching towards a bright future. The hidden meaning of the finale is that,
the imaginary society by Schumann – Davidsbündler has won against conservative force
at that time.

40

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnaval_(Schumann)
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Program IV
CD Recording (2019 - 2020)
Contract for Commissioned Music Production (parts)
Part A: Henan Bowen Books Sales Co., Ltd.
Address: Zhongjian Wenyuan, No. 299, Dongda Street, Guancheng District
Zhengzhou City, Henan Province
Part B: Zhang Xin

Carl Czerny: The Art of Finger Dexterity, Op. 740, Nos. 1-50
Pianist: Xin Zhang
CD Cover：
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Carl Czerny: The Art of Finger Dexterity, Op. 740, Nos. 1-50
Carl Czerny (1791 - 1857) was a world-renowned piano educator from Vienna,
Austria. He composed more than 1000 opuses, including 78 numbered piano études. Die
Kunst der Fingerfertigkeit (The Art of Finger Dexterity), Op. 740, is regarded as one of his
most challenging sets of études.
Op. 740 presents a variety of technical skills, such as arpeggios, double notes,
chords, ornaments, octaves and repeated notes, all in fast tempo. Overall, the etudes help
to even out the strength and flexibility of both hands, rather than only focusing on the right
hand. Each exercise spans around 2-4 pages with a clear structure of ternary form. Usually,
Czerny adds in new challenging elements such as ornaments, octaves, and non-chord notes
at the final part.
This opus is far from a boring and perfunctory set of technical exercises, since the
etudes involve alluring melodies and carefully placed key changes, employing commonchord, enharmonic, or chromatic modulations.
Czerny’s Op. 740 plays a critical role in the history of piano pedagogy. The scope
and diversity of the studies help students to solve a range of practical problems and serve
in the steady development of all piano students. Aside from Op. 740, Czerny’s other sets
of études range from the beginner to the professional level. Such systematic design enables
them to be widely applicable for the development of pianistic proficiency.

42

Program V
Lecture - Recital
A Glimpse into Chinese Piano Education and Performance Through Two Influential
Professors
April 28, 2021
Zoom
7:00 A.M.

Étude “Un Sospiro” S.144 No. 3

Franz Liszt (1811 - 1886)

Prelude Op. 23 No. 5

Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873 - 1943)
Xin Zhang, piano
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Franz Liszt, Étude “Un Sospiro” S.144 No. 3
Franz Liszt, a great representative of the Romantic era, has left many classic works
for later generations. Un Sospiro (“A Sigh”) is one of his most well-known piano pieces.
Un Sospiro, published in 1849, is a technically demanding piece, with soft
arpeggios accompanying the main melody played by alternate hands. The beautiful melody
and harmony well reflect Liszt's post-romantic style.
The piece begins with arpeggios in D-flat major, establishing the accompaniment
pattern, bringing along simple staccato notes of melody. As the octaves and chords come
in, the harmonic landscape is formed. The melody then changes to C-sharp minor, while
the color of the preceding A major still remains. The main melody reappears then, followed
by the coda. Along the descending diatonic major third chords, the piece ends quietly,
resembling a sigh in the dark.

Sergei Rachmaninoff, Prelude Op. 23 No. 5
Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873 - 1943) was an outstanding representative of Russian
composers, conductor and virtuoso pianist from the late nineteenth century to the early
twentieth century. Rachmaninoff composed 24 preludes in total, among which Prelude Op.
23 No. 5 being the most famous one.
Rachmaninoff was a talented composer who strongly believed that the primary
element of the music was the melody. Prelude Op. 23 No. 5 starts with a melody exhibiting
the dramatic momentum and power.
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The middle section in D major portrays a lyrical picture. Despite the right hand
octaves accompanied by the fast flowing arpeggios, the music is still in a gentle mood. At
the same time, some non-chord tones are introduced to attract attention from the audience.
The marching rhythm from the beginning reappears in the recapitulation section.
The left hand maintains the same rhythm, while the right hand is pushing the melody to a
climax. The Coda part cleverly combines the rhythm from the first section and the melodic
characteristics of the middle part, thus summarizing the whole piece.
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